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Preservation Essentials—Sara Holmes, Assistant Editor, NARA
Adhesives in Library and Archives Conservation: A Colloquium Review
By Henry Hébert, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
The first Biennial Conservation Colloquium was held at 
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign in early 
November 2014. Four conservators traveled to Urbana 
from the United Kingdom and across the United States to 
speak about their research or practical experience working 
with various adhesives in library and archives conserva-
tion. Thanks to generous funding from John Wilkin, dean 
of libraries, and the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, the 
daylong event was free to 50 attendees. This review will 
briefly summarize the major points of each talk. A longer 
review is available online at henryhebert.net/2015/01/28/
adhesives-in-library-and-archives-a-colloquium-review.
Chemist and conservation consultant Velson Horie began 
the colloquium with a talk on the use of polyvinyl acetates 
(PVAs) in conservation. Several different vinyl acetate–
derived polymers are commonly and incorrectly grouped 
under the label “PVA,” including polyvinyl alcohol 
(PVAL), and polyvinyl acetate/ethene copolymer, abbre-
viated P(VAC/E). Much of Horie’s presentation (drawn 
from his book1 and course Materials for Conservation) 
was dedicated to the physical and chemical properties of 
polymers and how they can inform treatment decisions. 
Horie spoke at length about factors that may guide choos-
ing the correct adhesive for conservation treatment, such 
as polymer strength, flexibility, and viscosity. Different 
methods of polymerization are used to produce PVA 
adhesives and additional chemicals like solvents, stabiliz-
ers, or emulsifiers may remain in the final product. While 
extensive testing on these adhesives has been conducted,2 
manufacturers may alter undeclared ingredients or the 
manufacturing processes without warning. 
The needs of conservators are often at odds with the 
common material specifications of the adhesives industry. 
Cultural artifacts identified for treatment are often weak, 
while synthetic adhesives are designed to be quite strong. 
Any material used in treatment must be removable 
without harm and must not alter to become irremovable 
as it ages, yet commercial adhesives may be engineered 
to resist dissolving.
Velson Horie presents on PVA adhesives. Photo by: Jennifer Hain Teper, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.
(Continued on page 20)
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The shelf life of various PVAs has been a popular topic 
on e-mail discussion groups lately and was addressed 
in the question and answer session. Horie recommends 
agitating the liquid adhesive prior to decanting and using 
the entire container within six months. Many resellers of 
conservation materials do not supply a lot number or date 
of original manufacture, however. The wider library and 
archives community should be demanding more product 
information from suppliers.
Sarah Reidell, associate conservator for rare books and 
paper at the New York Public Library, presented on adhe-
sives and conservation techniques for leather in library and 
archives conservation. The majority of Reidell’s presenta-
tion dealt with two conservation treatment techniques that 
she has been teaching through workshops in recent years: 
precoated repair materials and cast composite techniques.3
Precoated repair materials are prepared by applying liquid 
adhesive to a repair substrate (like Japanese paper) and al-
lowing it to dry. The adhesive can then be re-activated at a 
later date using solvents or heat. Many different substrates 
and adhesives can be used in this way, and the advantages 
of this technique include reduced moisture, quick drying 
time, and ease of application in situ. The cast composite 
technique, developed by Grace Owen-Weiss and Sarah 
Reidell, makes use of silicone molds to replicate the surface 
textures of original covering materials on bound objects. 
Reidell emphasized that substitutes for many commercially 
made, heat-activated repair tissues can be made quickly 
and easily in one’s own lab. This puts the user in control 
of the ingredients and can make for more predictable 
performance or reversibility as the object ages. With so 
many adhesives and consolidants available, however, the 
possibilities can become overwhelming. It is important to 
allow oneself the option to experiment and fail with new 
materials or techniques. 
Elissa O’Loughlin, senior conservator at the Walters Art 
Museum (Baltimore, MD), shared some of her exten-
sive research on the history of pressure-sensitive tapes. 
O’Loughlin was awarded a Samuel H. Kress Conservation 
Publication Fellowship by FAIC in 2013 for her forthcom-
ing publication, A Conservation Guide to Pressure-Sensitive 
Tapes; History, Identification, Treatment.
Library and archives professionals can expect to encounter 
a wide variety of tape in their daily work with collection 
materials. Tapes are composed of two major components: 
the carrier and the adhesive. Tape carriers can be made 
of many different materials, and tape adhesives have 
multiple chemical components. O’Loughlin displayed 
large tree diagrams of these material categories during 
her discussion, illustrating that tapes are not as simple as 
they initially appear. Accurate identification is important 
for making appropriate treatment decisions and selecting 
optimum storage environments. Tables of aging character-
istics and quick identifiers were provided to the audience. 
In the face of limited staffing and large collection pres-
ervation efforts, so-called archival tapes can be seductive 
in their availability and ease of application. Yet, many of 
these products, like Filmoplast, have known aging and 
reversibility problems.4 O’Loughlin echoed the other 
speakers in encouraging the audience to research simple, 
more predictable repair techniques, rather than relying on 
proprietary products.
Gawain Weaver, a photograph conservator in private 
practice, finished the colloquium schedule with a talk 
on the adhesives historically used to mount photographs 
and their reversibility. Weaver regularly travels around the 
country teaching workshops on the care and identification 
of photographs to library and archives professionals.5
Weaver began with a general discussion of mounting 
adhesives and techniques, noting changing trends through 
time. The earliest adhesives are usually water-based liquids 
or pastes, but rubber cement became common in the early 
twentieth century. Early dry mounting adhesives were 
shellac-based, but those fell out of favor with the develop-
ment of resin-coated photo paper. Modern dry mount 
adhesives are typically a vinyl acetate/ethene copolymer. 
Weaver spoke at length of different techniques for adhesive 
and mount removal. Earlier photos are often removable 
with simple humidification. If the mount can be sacrificed, 
mechanical debacking or application of a poultice may be 
effective. Adhesives can sometimes be reversed by soaking 
prints in water or by using a solvent chamber. Hot air 
pencils, heated spatulas, or heat guns can be useful tools 
for the removal of dry mount adhesives.
Weaver issued frequent warnings on the risks of each 
treatment technique. Each photographic process can have 
unique sensitivities, and extensive testing is required to 
make appropriate decisions. Testing can be misleading for 
individuals who are not intimately familiar with historic 
photographic processes and materials. When in doubt, 
(Continued on page 24)
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• It is best to avoid adhesive labels, inks that contain sol-
vents, or sharp writing instruments that can scratch the 
surface when labeling a DVD. If you must hand label 
a disc, use a water-soluble or alcohol-based soft marker 
made for optical discs and write on the clear inner hub. 
Inkjet-printable, thermo-printable, silkscreen-printable, 
and Lightscribe disc labeling methods appear to be 
nondestructive. 
• Clean a disc by blowing off any dust with canned air and 
wiping with a clean cotton or microfiber cloth, from the 
center of the disc straight to the outer edge. Commercial 
cleaning solutions are available, as are machines that 
clean and polish discs, and these are generally useful. 
Scratches on the polycarbonate base of a disc, which can 
render it unplayable, can be approached in two ways: 
filling in the scratches, or sanding the base down to 
remove the scratches. Many “home remedies” for filling 
in scratches, ranging from white toothpaste to liquid car 
wax, can be effective. Sanding the polycarbonate is a more 
invasive but more permanent solution; machines made 
specifically for sanding can be had, and many gaming 
businesses offer the service. In either case, a good cleaning 
and polishing is in order. 
As a further preservation measure, a repository may opt to 
save the data on a video DVD to a more stable medium, 
like a backed-up server (assuming the disc is not copy 
protected). Typically, a video DVD’s data is stored in a 
VIDEO_TS folder. This folder contains various files: the 
.ifo files, which tell the playing device what to do; .bup, 
or backup files; and most notably, .vob (video object) 
files. .Vob files are wrapper files that hold the majority 
of the data on the disc, including the video (in MPEG-2 
format), the audio, and any subtitles, and correspond to 
chapters of the video. Saving the entire contents of the 
VIDEO_TS folder can help to preserve both the content 
and the interactivity of a video DVD. Media conversion 
programs can also convert a video DVD’s .vob files to 
another video file format, but the disc’s menu system and 
other interactivity will not be replicated this way. 
So, as we have seen, DVDs certainly aren’t perfect as 
media go. Yet they are both likely to be found in archival 
collections and are (for now) a viable tool for reference use. 
Which recordable DVDs are best to use? Type R (not RW) 
with a gold reflective layer and phthalo-cyanine dye seem 
to be the most robust. But, in any case, we shouldn’t count 
on optical discs for long-term archival storage of digital 
video or other data. They’re really an access or temporary 
storage tool at best. 
Note
1. One disc has been developed that, according to its 
manufacturer, will last 1,000 years (see mdisc.com). 
This “Millennial Disc,” or “M-Disc,” uses a stone 
material as a data layer. Nevertheless, as with other 
obsolete formats, the devices that read and write such 
discs will likely not last as long as the media. 
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treatment decisions should be left to a professional with 
extensive experience. 
It was exciting to explore the topic of adhesives in conserva-
tion with the four presenters and the experienced profes-
sionals in the audience. Adhesives are complex materials 
that can have serious implications for the preservation of 
library and archives collections. Reviews from the col-
loquium attendees have been very positive, and we look 
forward to hosting the next event on another preservation 
or conservation-related topic in late 2016.
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